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A Short Story by Matilde Elena Lopez
Translated by Karin Killian Lima, Peru
This is the history of a sad man, or better put, the history of a 
sad Negro who is now sadder still. I feel in my heart as though 
I have been painted w ith  pitch. I am drowning in a cesspool. I 
have been drowning since I was born.
One time I read -- or was it something I heard my mother say 
when I was young? -- Maybe it was she who read it to  me. 
Regardless, it was something by Chestertonl: "The tiger may 
free himself from  his cage, but never from  his spotted skin."
My mother cried a lot. Perhaps this is why I was born sad. One 
day she to ld  me: "Everyone carries her drama w ith in ." I 
guessed what her's was. But we don't ta lk about that.
"M y poor son," was all she said to  me as I fell asleep.
"M y little  Erne, Erne, Oh! My Little Eme, Oh Eme!. Sleep tig h t 
my beautiful black baby. My little  Eme, Eme, Oh! My little  
Eme, Oh Eme!" She then sang to  me as I slept on.
These were the only tender works I have known. I don 't know 
why but each year when Christmas comes around I have a 
premonition: something bad is going to  happen to  me.
Something bad, you ask?
Oh yes, all tha t has happened to  me has been disastrous. But 
I always th ink that this w ill be something worse. I am one 
superstitious Negro. It comes from the oldest atavisms o f my 
people. . . and the fear too. I come from  the jungle, this I 
know. But I don 't know where all the sadness w ith in  me comes 
from. Perhaps from  my mother.
The only th ing I remember about my father is a strong tail 
Jamaican who spoke only English. "British, British. Panama is 
o f no importance to  me," he used to  say.
But to me, yes, it is important. Because it is my land. And the 
things tha t happen here pain me much. More than anything 
the things that happen in Chorillo, Marnon, Calidonia and San 
Miguel. The colored neighborhoods. The black muscles of the 
Canal Zone. I did not know what discrimination was until I had 
to  go work at the Canal. It was then tha t they to ld  me tha t we 
are race o f hapless beings in this world of dollars. But I was 
te lling you why Christmas scares me. It's all because of one 
Christmas Eve, many years ago, when I was a sad young boy 
(because I was once a young boy, whether you believe it or 
not) and my mother helped me to  trim  a little  pine branch. We 
were very poor, but I had been able to  obtain many things, 
because I am both skillful and clever. That's just how I am. My 
mother, poor woman, she was abandoned by my father and 
then went to  live w ith another. He was a drunken carpenter, 
infamous. I helped her when I could. But he hated me.
"Bad little  Negro," was what he always called me. Ay! I could 
bear it when he insulted me. But not when he h it my mother.
It was the day before Christmas, and I had arrived content to  
light the lights on the little  Christmas tree. My drunken 
stepfather was discussing me w ith  my mother.
"This boy is bad. Bad!" He said. " I am going to  kill him. "
My mother cried, d idn 't dare enter. I just stood there, 
watching. But then I saw how he h it her, and how she fell to  
the floor. And then how he kicked her again still. I was 
blinded by my rage. That is all. I th rew  myself on top o f him.
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The Negro isPaid to Dance
" R u n .  Q u i c k ! "  M y  m o t h e r  s c r e a m e d  a t  m e .
" O h .  S o  y o u  w a n t  h i m  t o  r u n  q u i c k ,  h u h ? "  H e  s c r e a m e d  b a c k .  
A n d  h e  t o o k  a  h a m m e r  t h a t  w a s  c l o s e  b y  a n d  t h r e w  i t  a t  m e ,  
a i m i n g  f o r  m y  h e a d .  I o n l y  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  I s a w  m a n y  l i g h t s .  
A n d  t h e n  e v e r y t h i n g  w e n t  r e d  a n d  I f a i n t e d .  T h e y  s a y  t h a t  I 
b l e d  a  l o t .  A n d  n o w  y o u  k n o w  w h y  C h r i s t m a s  s c a r e s  m e .  L a t e r  
y o u  w i l l  s a y  t h a t  u s  N e g r o e s  a r e  s u p e r s t i t i o u s  a n d  h a v e  m a n y  
c o m p l e x e s .
N o t  l o n g  a f t e r  t h a t  m y  m o t h e r  d i e d .
" G o  t o  h e l l ,  y o u  d e m o n  b l a c k  b o y , "  m y  s t e p f a t h e r  t o l d  m e .  
A n d  I w e n t  t o  t h e  c i t y .  I w a n t e d  t o  l o o k  f o r  w h a t  w o r k  t h e r e  
w a s .  I w a s  o n l y  t w e l v e  y e a r s  o l d .
I d o n ' t  k n o w  i f  I h a v e  t o l d  y o u  t h a t  I w a s  b o r n  i n  a  l i t t l e  v i l l a g e ,  
a n d  t h a t  t h a t  w a s  w h e r e  m y  m o t h e r  d i e d .  T o  g o  t o  t h e  C a p i t a l  
t h e n  w a s ,  w e l l ,  a n  a d v e n t u r e .  I d i d  a  l i t t l e  o f  e v e r y t h i n g .  I 
c l e a n e d  c a r s .  I s o l d  t h i n g s  i n  t h e  m a r k e t .  I d r e a m e d  o f  l e a v i n g  
o n  a  b i g  s h i p ,  o f  s a i l i n g  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d .  I w a n t e d  t o  w o r k  a s  
c a r g o  l a b o r ,  b e c a u s e  I a m  s t r o n g !  I d i d  g e t  a b o a r d  o n c e ,  b u t  
t h e y  t h r e w  m e  o f f  t h e  j o b .  I n  t h e  c a p i t a l  I w a n d e r e d  a b o u t  t h e  
b a r s ,  b e c a u s e  a t  m i d n i g h t  t h e  d r u n k s  n o  l o n g e r  w a n t  t h e  
s a n d w i c h e s ,  a n d  I w a s  a b l e  t o  g e t  s o m e t h i n g  t o  e a t .
L a t e r  I w e n t  t o  t h e  C a n a l  Z o n e ,  t o  w o r k  a s  a  p o r t e r  o n  t h e  
w h a r f .  T h i s  i s  t h e  o n l y  t h i n g  u s  b l a c k  m e n  a r e  g o o d  f o r .  A n d  i t  
w a s  t h e n  t h a t  I g o t  t o  k n o w  h e r :  t h e  b a d  o n e .  I t  s e e m e d  t h e n  
l i k e  e v e r y t h i n g  w a s  m a d e  c l e a r  t o  m e  s u d d e n l y ,  t h a t  m y  l i f e  
w a s  g o i n g  t o  c h a n g e .  T h e y  p u t  u s  i n  a  h o u s e .  A n d  I w a s  a b l e  t o  
g e t  f u r n i t u r e  o n  c r e d i t .  S h e  w a i t e d  f o r  m e  a f t e r  w o r k ,  a n d  w i t h  
h e r  I l e a r n e d  t o  l a u g h .  I e v e n  c a m e  t o  b e  h a p p y .  A n d  I l e a r n e d  
a  s e n s e  o f  h u m o r .  T h o u g h  s o m e t h i n g  s o m e t i m e s  c r o s s e d  m e  
l i k e  a  s h a d o w .  M a d e  m e  s e r i o u s .  T h e  l a u g h t e r  u n d i d  m e .
" W h y  d o  y o u  l a u g h  l i k e  t h a t ? "  S h e  s a i d  t o  m e .  " I t  l o o k s  l i k e  
y o u r  c r y i n g  i n s i d e . "
W e  h a d  e v e r y t h i n g  t h e n .  W e  w e r e  c o n t e n t .  A n d  I t o o k  h e r  o u t  
t o  d a n c e  a t  t h e  c a r n i v a l s  . . U s  N e g r o e s  h a v e  r h y t h m  i n  o u r  
b l o o d .  A n d  I w a s  a  d e m o n  d a n c i n g .  A  g r i n g o  s a w  m e  d a n c i n g  
i n  a  c a n t i n a  a t  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  C a n a l  Z o n e .
" M y  G o d ! "  s a i d  t h e  g r i n g o .  " H o w  y o u  m o v e .  W o u l d  y o u  l i k e  
t o  d a n c e  i n  H a p p y  L a n d ? "
M y  l u c k  h a d  c h a n g e d .  T h e y  h i r e d  m e  t h e r e  o n  t h e  
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n  o f  j u s t  t h e  o n e  g r i n g o .  T h e y  g a v e  m e  a  w h i t e  
s h i r t  a n d  a  b l a c k  b o w  t i e .  A n d  a  s t r a w  h a t  l i k e  M a u r i c e  C h e v a l i e r ' s ,  
w h o  I o f t e n  i m i t a t e d ,  a n d  a  c a n e .  I d a n c e d  a n d  I l a u g h e d :
" H a !  H a !  H a !  H a ! "  I t  w a s  l o n g  a n d  s a r d o n i c  o u t b u r s t  o f  
l a u g h t e r .  A n d  m y  t e e t h  r e v e r b e r a t e d  l i k e  t h e  k e y s  o f  a  p i a n o ,  
l i k e  t h e  k e y s  o f  a  p i a n o  t h a t  c r i e d  o n  t h e  i n s i d e .
" L a u g h  n i g g e r .  H a .  H a .  H a .  H a .  D a n c e  n i g g e r  d a n c e ! "
" W h a t  a  w i l d  n i g g e r !  H e  d a n c e s  a n d  e x a l t s  w i t h  t h e  i n s t i n c t  o f  
h i s  s e n s u a l  b l o o d .  W h a t  a  N i g g e r ,  w h a t  a  N i g g e r ! "  s c r e a m e d  
t h e  a l r e a d y  d r u n k  g r i n g o s .
A n d  I w a s  p a i d  t o  d a n c e  a n d  a m u s e  t h e  p e o p l e .  I d i d n ' t  h a v e  
t o  c a r r y  e n o r m o u s  s a c k s  o n  m y  s h o u l d e r s  a n y m o r e .  M y  l u c k  
h a d  i m p r o v e d  i n d e e d .
" Y o u  k n o w  w e ' r e  g o i n g  t o  h a v e  a  b a b y ? "  m y  w o m a n  s a i d  t o
m e  o n e  d a y .  A n d  I t o o k  h e r  i n  m y  a r m s  a n d  k i s s e d  h e r  d e e p l y .  
T h a t  w a s  t h e  h a p p i e s t  d a y  o f  m y  l i f e .
B u t  s a i d  h a p p i n e s s  c o u l d  n o t  l a s t  l o n g .  A s  I w o r k e d  n i g h t s  i n  
H a p p y  L a n d ,  m y  w o m a n  o f t e n  h a d  t o  s t a y  a l o n e .  A  g r i n g o  
s t a r t e d  c o m i n g  a r o u n d .  H e  w a s  a  s o l d i e r  f r o m  t h e  z o n e ;  o f  t h e  
t y p e  w h o  a r r i v e s ,  s e t s  u p  c a m p  a n d  t h e n  g o e s  o u t  t o  l o o k  f o r  
a n  a m u s e m e n t  t o  k e e p  t h e m  b u s y  u n t i l  t h e y  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  
c o u n t r y .  H e  l i k e d  m y  w o m a n .
" Y o u  a r e  o n e  h o t  l i t t l e  m a m a , "  h e  s a i d  o n e  d a y ,  e n t e r i n g  t h e  
h o u s e  w h i l e  I s l e p t ,  t i r e d .
M y  w o m a n  m o v e d  h e r  h i p s  w h e n  s h e  w a l k e d ,  a n d  l i k e d  t o  
p r o v o k e .  S h e  p u t  a  c o l o r f u l  s c a r f  o n  h e r  h e a d .  I t  g a v e  h i m  
p l e a s u r e  t o  s e e  h e r .
A n d  h e r e  b e g i n s ,  m y  f r i e n d s ,  t h e  t r u e  h i s t o r y .  W h e n  a  w o m a n  
s a y s  t o  a  m a n :  " I  f e e l  l i k e  I ' v e  k n o w n  y o u  f o r e v e r .  I l o v e  y o u  
s o  m u c h . "
T h o u g h  e v e r y o n e  r e p e a t s  t h e s e  w o r d s ,  o n e  s t i l l  t h i n k  t h a t  i t ' s  
t h e  t r u t h  a n d  w a l k s  i n  t h e  c l o u d s .  N o ,  d o n ' t  t h i n k  t h a t  I a m  
g o i n g  t o  b e g i n  t o  c r y  b e c a u s e  m y  w o m a n  l e f t  m e ,  b e c a u s e  s h e  
w e n t  w i t h  t h e  g r i n g o  t h a t  g a v e  h e r  a  h o u s e  w i t h  a  l a w n .  N o ,  
l a d i e s  a n d  g e n t l e m e n .  I d o n ' t  c a r e  t h a t  s h e  l e f t !  T h e r e  a r e  m o r e  
t h a n  e n o u g h  w o m e n  i n  P a n a m a .  I o n l y  a c h e  b e c a u s e  o f  m y  s o n .  
H e  w o u l d  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  l u c k  a s  I d i d  i n  t h e  h a n d s  o f  t h a t  
g r i n g o .  I a c h e  b e c a u s e  h e  c o u l d  n o t  l e a v e .  W h a t  w a s  I g o i n g  t o  
d o  w i t h  h i m ?  L i t t l e  b y  l i t t l e  t h e  w o m a n  w a s  f o r g e t t i n g  m e .
N o w ,  t e l l  m e  i f  I d o n ' t  h a v e  a n  e x c u s e .  I t  w a s  C h r i s t m a s .  I h a d  
t o  w o r k  a l l  n i g h t  a t  H a p p y  L a n d .  T h a t  n i g h t  t h e r e  w e r e  m o r e  
d r u n k  s a i l o r s  t h a n  e v e r .  I t  w a s  t e n  O ' c l o c k .  M y  n u m b e r  w a s  
s c h e d u l e d  f o r  a f t e r  m i d n i g h t .  A  f r i e n d  a r r i v e d ,  q u i t e  a g i t a t e d .  
H e  d i d n ' t  k n o w  h o w  t o  t e l l  m e .
" W h a t  n e w s  d o  y o u  b r i n g ? "  I c h i d e d  h i m .
" B r o t h e r  i t ' s  b a d .  . . y o u r  s o n . "
" W h a t ?  W h a t  h a p p e n e d  t o  m y  s o n ? "
" H e ' s  t h e r e .  D e a d .  T h e y  s a y  t h e  g r i n g o  k i l l e d  h i m .  T h e  g u y  
w h o  l i v e s  w i t h  y o u r  g i r l . "
" W h a t  a r e  y o u  s a y i n g ?  I t  c a n ' t  b e .  W h e r e  i s  h e ?  A r e  y o u  
d r u n k ? "
" N o ,  m a n ,  h e ' s  d e a d . "
" A n d  w h a t  a b o u t  h e r ?  B u t .  . W h y  d i d  t h e  g r i n g o  g o  k i l l  t h e  
b o y ? "
W e  r a c e d  o u t  o f  t h e r e ,  q u i c k  a s  c o u l d  b e .  I n  t h e  s t r e e t  w e  
h e a r d  t h e  c l a m o r  o f  t h e  c r o w d .  I t  d r o v e  m e  m a d .
" L o t t e r y !  W i n  t h e  b i g  o n e !  P l a y  t o n i g h t ! "
" T h e y ' v e  k i l l e d  a  N e g r o  k i d  i n  E l  L i m i t e .  "
" O k a y .  . O k a y .  K e e p  i t  c o o l .  M a k e  W a y  P e o p l e . "
" H e r e  c o m e s  S a n t a  C l a u s ! "  Y o u  c o u l d  h e a r  t h e  s h o u t i n g  o f  t h e  
l i t t l e  k i d s  s u r r o u n d i n g  h i m .
" B r o t h e r ! "  m y  f r i e n d ,  w h o  w a s  s t i l l  f o l l o w i n g  m e ,  s h o u t e d .  
" W a i t  f o r  m e ! "  A n d  h e  t r i e d  t o  c a t c h  u p  w i t h  m e .
B u t  I d i d n ' t  h e a r  a  t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  s a m e  r e f r a i n  
h a m m e r i n g  i n  m y  b r a i n .
B u t  n o b o d y  k n e w  a n y t h i n g .
T h e y  s a y  t h a t  a  g r i n g o  k i l l e d  a  l i t t l e  n i g g e r  b o y .
Y e s ,  m y  f r i e n d s  Y e s .  T h a t  g r i n g o .  T h e  g r i n g o  w h o  s t o l e  m y  
w o m a n  f r o m  m e .  . . . "
I n  t h e  b a r s ,  f u l l  o f  d r u n k s ,  t h e  z a m b o s  w e r e  f i e r y  a n d  
l e c h e r o u s .
S o d o m !  S o d o m ! "  I s h o u t e d .
P r o s t i t u t e s ,  P r o s t i t u t e s ! "  I ' m  n o t  s u r e  i f  t h a t  w a s  t h o u g h t  o r  
s c r e a m e d .  I t  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  t h e  s a m e .
" M a y  y o u  b u r n  i n  h e l l  f o r  a l l  e t e r n i t y . "
" A l l  w o m e n  a r e  p r o s t i t u t e s ! "  I w a s  h o w l i n g  o n  t h e  i n s i d e .  
" Y o u  a l l  d o  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  t o  m e .  "
T h e  m u s i c  r e s o n a t e d  d i s c o r d a n t l y .  R o c k  a n d  R o l l ,  C a l y p s o ,  
M e r e c u m b e .
B a c k  t o  B a c k , "  S a n g  a  w o m a n .  A n d  t h e  s e n s u a l  r h y t h m  
d i s t o r t e d  e v e r y t h i n g .  O u t  o f  t h e  d i s t a n c e s  t h e r e  c a m e  a  h a r s h  
w a i l ,  o u t  o f  t u n e ,  " B l e s s  m e ,  b l a c k  a n g e l s .  G o d  H e l p  M e . "
P l e a s e  d o  e x c u s e  t h e  c o n f u s i o n  o f  t h i s  t a l e .  A l l  o f  m y  m e m o r i e s  
a r e  c r o w d i n g  i n .  . . M y  s o n .  . m y  s o n .  . M y  l i t t l e  b o y  w i t h  t h e  
g l i t t e r i n g  e y e s  l i k e  p a c u n e s .  T h e  w h i t e  o f  h i s  e y e s  l i k e  t h e  k e y s  
o f  a  p i a n o .  A n d  t h e  w h i t e  o f  h i s  t e e t h ,  s o  w h i t e .  O h ,  a n d  h i s  
u s e l e s s  h a i r ,  h i s  s h a v e d  h e a d .  . . I r a n  l i k e  a  c r a z y  m a n .  A n d  
n e a r  t h e  h o u s e  w h e r e  m y  w o m a n  l i v e d  w i t h  t h e  g r i n g o  I h e a r d  
t h e  s c r e a m s .
" A y !  A y !  A y .  M y  s o n ' s  d e a d .  A y !  A y !  A y !  H e  f e l l  f r o m  t h e r e ,  
f r o m  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  r e f r i g e r a t o r .  T h e  p o o r  t h i n g . "
" L i a r !  L i a r !  T h e  g r i n g o  k i l l e d  h i m .  H e r  m a n  d i d  i t . "
" A y !  A y !  L i t t l e  E m e ,  h e  f e l l  f r o m  t h e r e .  N o !  H e  d i d n ' t  d o  i t .  
N o t  h i m . "
" Y o u  l i e .  S p a w n  o f  t h e  D e v i l .  . Y o u  l i e  b i t c h ! "  s h o u t e d  t h e  
n e i g h b o r s .
I c o u l d  n o t  g e t  t h r o u g h .  T h e  w h o l e  w o r l d  w a s  s h o u t i n g  
i n d i g n a n t l y .  I w a s  j u s t  a  c h o i r  o f  o n e  s o r r o w f u l  n i g g e r .  T h e  
s t r e e t  w a s  t e e m i n g  w i t h  p e o p l e .
' W h a t  h a p p e n e d  h e r e ?  L e t  m e  s e e .
W h a t ' s  g o i n g  o n ?  W h a t ' s  t h e  p r o b l e m  h e r e ? "
G e t  h i m !  G e t  h i m !  G e t  h i m  b a c k !
" T h e y  k i l l e d  t h e  b o y . "
" N o .  H e  f e l l  f r o m  t h e  r e f r i g e r a t o r .
" I t ' s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  f a l l  f r o m  t h e  r e f r i g e r a t o r . "  I s h o u t e d  a s  t h e y  
s t a r t e d  t o  c l o s e  i n  o n  m e ,  t h r e a t e n i n g l y .
" T e l l  m e  t h e  t r u t h ,  y o u  l i t t l e  b i t c h . "
" I t  w a s  t h e  g r i n g o ,  t h e  g r i n g o  d i d  i t . "  I w a t c h e d  h i m  a n x i o u s l y .
J o s e p h ,  J o s e p h .  Y o u  G r i n g o  b a s t a r d ! "
" W h y  w o u l d  a  m a n  g o  a n d  k i l l  a  c h i l d ? "
" L y n c h  h i m .  L y n c h  h i m .  H a n g  h i m  u p . "
" G r i n g o  s o n  o f  a  b i t c h . "
" I  s a y  w e  l y n c h  h i m .  L y n c h  H i m !  I n  t h e  U S  t h e y  l y n c h  t h e  
n i g g e r s . "
" O k a y !  O k a y !  M o v e  a s i d e .  P o l i c e ! "
" W h a t ' s  g o i n g  o n  h e r e ?  W h a t  h a p p e n e d ? "
" T h e  g r i n g o  k i l l e d  t h e  k i d .  H e  t h r e w  h i m  a g a i n s t  t h e  w a l l  a n d  
b r o k e  h i s  s k u l l . "
" N o !  N o !  I t  w a s n ' t  h i m .  M y  s o n ,  h e  f e l l  f r o m  t h e  r e f r i g e r a t o r . "  
" N o ,  t h i s  g r i n g o  i s  e v i l .  H a n g  h i m  f r o m  t h e  w i r e .  H e  k i c k e d  
h i m .  H e  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  k i d  l o o k e d  l i k e  t h e  n i g g e r . "
" J u s t  n o w ,  S i r ,  I m e a n  t o d a y . "
" I  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  y o u  m e a n . "
" S p e a k  c l e a r l y  w o m a n "
" O k a y ,  O k a y .  T h e  b o y  c u t  o f f  a  b r a n c h  o f  p i n e  f o r  t h e  
C h r i s t m a s  t r e e ,  f r o m  t h a t  b i g  t r e e  t h e r e .  T h e  g r i n g o  g o t  m a d  
b e c a u s e  h e  r u i n e d  t h e  t r e e .  A n d  h e  p u s h e d  h i m  a g a i n s t  t h e  
w a l l . "
" O k a y ,  O k a y .  Y o u  w i l l  n e e d  t o  c o m e  t o  t h e  s t a t i o n  a n d  m a k e  
a  s t a t e m e n t "
" Y o u  d i r t y  s l u t .  I t  w o u l d  h a v e  b e t t e r  i f  y o u ' d  n e v e r  b e e n  
b o r n .
Y o u  c h e a p  n i g g e r  w h o r e .  Y o u  a r e  t h e  l o w e s t  l e v e l  b i t c h .
" O h !  O h !  O h  m y  g o d .  C r i e d  a  J a m a i c a n  w h o  h a d  j u s t  c o m e  
u p o n  t h e  t h r o n g  o f  n e i g h b o r s .
" T h i s  c a n n o t  b e  r e s o l v e d  l i k e  t h i s ! "
" T h e y  w i l l  p r o v e  t h e  g r i n g o  i n n o c e n t .  Y o u  w i l l  s e e .  "
" N o .  T h e y  w i l l  c a t c h  h i m .  H e  o u g h t  t o  h a v e  g o n e  t o  T h e  Z o n e . "
" T h e  g o v e r n o r  o f  t h e  Z o n e  s h o u l d  h a n d  h i m  o v e r . "
T h e  l a w  o f  P a n a m a  w i l l  f a i l ! "
C a l m  d o w n  p e o p l e .  T h e  g o v e r n m e n t  w i l l  r e c l a i m  t h e  C a n a l  
Z o n e . "
" Y e s ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  c r i m e  w a s  c o m m i t t e d  h e r e .  W h e n  o n e  o f  u s  
d o e s  s o m e t h i n g  t h e r e  t h e y  j u d g e  u s . "
I d i d  n o t  w a i t  a n y  l o n g e r .  I r a n  t o  t h e  C a n a l  Z o n e .  L o s t ,  y e t  
t o t a l l y  i n  c o n t r o l .  I w a s  d i s h e a r t e n e d  b u t  i n d i g n a n t .  Y o u  a l l  
c o u l d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  I f e l t .  I c o u l d  n o t  e v e n  u n d e r s t a n d  
i t .  I d i d n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  a t  a l l .  I r e t u r n e d  a n d  h i d  i n  a  b a r .  A  
f r i e n d  c a m e  a n d  f o u n d  m e  t h e r e ,  a n d  d r a g g e d  m e ,  a l m o s t  b y  
f o r c e ,  t o  H a p p y  L a n d ,  w h e r e  t h e y  w e r e  w a i t i n g  f o r  m y  s h o w .  I
w a s  d r u n k .  I d r e s s e d  f o r  t h e  a c t  a n d  w e n t  o u t  w i t h  t h e  w h i t e  
s u i t ,  t h e  s t r a w  h a t # t h e  b a t o n  a n d  t h e  l i t t l e  b l a c k  b o w  t i e .
" H a !  H a !  H a ! "
" S m i l e ,  n i g g e r ! "
" D a n c e ,  n i g g e r !  D a n c e  n o w ! "
" L o o k  a t  h o w  t h a t  c o l o r e d  b o y  m o v e s ,  h o w  h e  d a n c e s .  H e ' s  
l i k e  a  p o s s e s s e d  n i g g e r . "
" L o o k .  I t  s e e m s  l i k e  t h e  n i g g e r  i s  c r y i n g . "
" L a u g h ,  n i g g e r .  L a u g h  y o u  l i t t l e  b l a c k  C h a p l i n . "
" N o w  i m i t a t e  C h e v a l i e r . "
" D a n c e !  D a n c e !  G o !  G o !  G o ! "
" N o .  I t ' s  t r u e .  H e ' s  b e i n g  n i g g a r d l y .  H e  s m i l e s  b u t  i t  l o o k s  l i k e  
h e ' s  c r y i n g . "
" T h e  n i g g e r  i s  d r u n k ! "
" G e t  h i m  o f f  t h e  s t a g e !  G e t  h i m  o u t ! "
L a d i e s  a n d  G e n t l e m e n ,  T h e r e  w e r e  j u s t  s o  m a n y  d r e a d f u l  
t h i n g s  r a c i n g  t h r o u g h  m y  m i n d .  I r e m e m b e r e d  t h a t  o t h e r  
C h r i s t m a s  w h e n  m y  s t e p f a t h e r  h i t  m e  o v e r  t h e  h e a d  a n d  I w a s  
l e f t  f o r  d e a d .  I c o u l d  n o t  e s c a p e  t h e  f e a r  t h a t  C h r i s t m a s  E v e  
a l w a y s  b r i n g s .  I k n e w  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  b a d  w a s  g o i n g  t o  h a p p e n  
t o  m e  I r e m e m b e r e d  m y  m o t h e r  c r y i n g  o n  t h e  f l o o r .  A n d  a l l  o f  
t h e s e  t h i n g s  w h e r e  j u m b l e d  i n  m y  h e a d ,  m y  p o o r  h e a d .  I w a s  
t h e r e ,  d a n c i n g ,  d r u n k  s m i l i n g  a n d  c r y i n g .  A n d  m y  o u t b u r s t s  o f  
l a u g h t e r  w e r e  j u s t  e n d l e s s  s o b s  m e a n t  t o  e n t e r t a i n  h e  g r i n g o s .  
W h i l e  o n e  g r i n g o ,  a t  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  z o n e ,  w a s  s e e k i n g  
r e f u g e  a f t e r .  . . M y  g o d !  I t  w a s n ' t  p o s s i b l e !  A n d  I r a n  o u t  o f  
t h e r e  s c r e a m i n g .  A n d ,  n a t u r a l l y ,  t h e y  f i r e d  m e .
" T h i s  n i g g e r  i s  c r a z y "  s a i d  t h e  o w n e r  o f  H a p p y  L a n d .
" H e  d r a n k  a  l o t .  H e ' s  a  d r u n k . "
" T h a t ' s  t o o  b a d  b e c a u s e  t h e  n i g g e r  s u r e  d o e s  d a n c e  w e l l . "  
" T o o  b a d ,  t h a t  p o o r  n i g g e r . "
T h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s t o r y ,  y o u  a l r e a d y  k n o w .  T h e  g r i n g o  w a s  
d e t a i n e d  i n  t h e  Z o n e ,  t h a t  i s  t r u e ,  b u t  q u i c k l y ,  i n  s o m e t h i n g  o f  
a  s k i r m i s h ,  h e  w a s  l o s t .  T h e y  d i d n ' t  a n y t h i n g  t o  h i m .  T h e y  s a i d  
t h a t  h e  r a n  w a y .  H o w  i s  i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  e s c a p e  a  g r i n g o  j a i l ?  H e  
w a s  w a l k i n g  a r o u n d  i n  d i s g u i s e  w h i l e  e v e r y o n e  f o r g o t .  A n d  
t h e y  f i x e d  e v e r y t h i n g  f o r  h i m  t o  e s c a p e .  I f o l l o w e d  t h e  c l u e s ,  
a n d  I w e n t  t o  m y  f r i e n d s  f o r  h e l p .  T h e y  t o l d  m e  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  
s e e n  h i m  n e a r  t h e  A m e r i c a n  E m b a s s y ,  i n  h i s  t r a v e l i n g  u n i f o r m .  
H e  a p p e a r e d  t o  b e  v e r y  t r a n q u i l ,  r i d i c u l i n g  e v e r y t h i n g .  T h e  l a w .  
T h e  p a i n  t h a t  h e  h a d  c a u s e d  m e .  M y  i m m e n s e  t r a g e d y .
I n  a  m o m e n t  t h a t  s y m b o l i z e d  a l l  o f  m y  d i s g r a c e ,  I p u r s u e d  h i m .  
I w e n t  a f t e r  h i m .  . . d e s p i t e  o f  a l l  t h e  o m e n s  a n d  c o m p l e x e s .  
W h a t  a  m a n  I a m .  J u s t  l i k e  t h e  g r i n g o !  N o w  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  
t h a t  m a t t e r s  t o  m e .  Y e s ,  l a d i e s  a n d  g e n t l e m e n ,  I k i l l e d  h i m .  A n d  
t h e n  I w e n t  t o  m y  r o o m ,  i n  C h o r i l l o ,  t o  w a i t .  T h e  b l o w s  e c h o e d .
" Y o u  s t a y  d e t a i n e d , "  t h e y  t o l d  m e .
A n d ,  a c t u a l l y ,  I w a s  q u i t e  r e l i e v e d .  T h i s  i s  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y ,  
L a d i e s  a n d  G e n t l e m e n  o f  t h e  J u r y .  M y  l a w y e r  s a y s  t h a t  I c a n  
s a v e  m y s e l f .  T h a t  y o u ,  g o o d  S i r s ,  c a n  d e c l a r e  m e  i n n o c e n t .  B u t  
i t  d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r  t o  m e  a n y  m o r e  w h a t  h a p p e n s .  T h a t  n i g h t ,  
w h e n  I k i l l e d  t h e  g r i n g o  I k i l l e d  m y  w h o l e  p a s t :  t h e  m i s e r y ,  m y  
b a d  n i g g e r ' s  l u c k ,  m y  b a s t a r d  s t e p f a t h e r ,  a n d  t h e  g r i n g o  w h o  
d i s g r a c e d  m e .  I w a s  a t  p e a c e .  W e  a r e  a t  p e a c e ,  l a d i e s  a n d  
g e n t l e m e n .
W h a t  d o e s  i t  m a t t e r  i f  a  N e g r o  s p e n d s  t h e  r e s t  o f  h i s  l i f e  i n  j a i l ?
K a r i n  K i l l i a n ,  w i t h  a  B A  i n  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S t u d i e s  f r o m  D e P a u l  
U n i v e r s i t y ,  i s  c u r r e n t l y  s e r v i n g  a s  a  P e a c e  C o r p s  V o l u n t e e r  i n  
P e r u .  S h e  m e t  D r a .  M a t i l d e  E l e n a  L o p e z  w h i l e  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r  a s  
p a r t  o f  a  D e P a u l  F o r e i g n  S t u d y  t r i p  i n  1 9 9 7 .  S h e  h a s  r e m a i n e d  i n  
t o u c h  w i t h  D r a .  L o p e z  a n d  i s  a t  w o r k  o n  t h e  c o m p l e t e  t r a n s l a t i o n  
o f  " C a r t a s  a  G r o z a . "  C o n t a c t  h e r  a t  k a r i n k i H i a n @ y a h o o . c o m
M a t i l d e  E l e n a  L o p e z :  A  B r i e f  B i o g r a p h y  B y  K a r i n  K i l l i a n
" T o d o  m i  v i d a  s e  j u e g a  e n  e l  a n o  d e  1 9 4 4 D r a .  M a t i l d e  E l e n a  
L o p e z ,  a  l o n g t i m e  p r o f e s s o r  a t  t h e  N a i t o n a l  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  E l  
S a l v a d o r  a n d  o n e  o f  E l  S a l v a d o r ' s  m o s t  r e n o w n e d  w o m e n  o f  
l e t t e r s ,  e x p l a i n e d  r e c e n t l y ,  " D e  a q u í  n a c i e r o n  l o s  c a m i n o s ;  l a s  
d e c i s i o n e s ,  l a  l u c h a . "
B o r n  i n  S a n  S a l v a d o r  i n  1 9 2 2 ,  L o p e z  w a s  a  y o u n g  w o m a n  
w h e n  s h e  p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  s t u d e n t  m o v e m e n t  w i c h  
r e s u l t e d  t h e  t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e g i m e  o f  G e n e r a l  
M a x i m i l i a n o  H e r n á n d e z  M a r t í n e z  i n  A p r i l  o f  1 9 4 4 .  H e r  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h i s  m o v m e n t  w a s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  s p o n t a n e o u s .  
A s  t h e  o n l y  f e m a l e  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  p r o m i n a n t  l i t e r a r y  g r o u p  
k n o w n  a s  " T h e  G e n e r a t i o n  o f  1 9 4 4 , "  L o p e z  h e l p e d  p l a n  t h e  
p r o t e s t s  w h i c h  e v e n t u a l l y  l e d  t o  a  c o u p  d ' e t a t ,  a n d  t h i s  e v e n t  
b e c a m e  t h e  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  a  l o n g  a n d  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  l i f e  o f  
a c t i v i s m  a n d  l i t e r a r y  e x c e l l a n c e .
W i t h  m o r e  t h a n  2 0  t i t l e s  t o  h e r  n a m e ,  L o p e z  h a s  a  w i s e  a n d  
d i s t i n g u i s h e d  l i t e r a r y  v o i c e  w h i c h  r e s o n a t e s  w i t h  a  c l e a r  a n d  
e c h o i n g  i n t e l l i g e n c e  r a r e l y  p a r r a l e l l e d  i n  a n y  l a n g u a g e .  L o p e z  
i s  n o t  o n l y  a  f i n e  p o e t  a n d  s t o r y  t e l l e r ,  b u t  a l s o  a  m a s t e r f u l  
s o c i a l  c r i t i c ,  a n d  a n  e n e r g e t i c  a n d  a c c o m p l i s h e d  e d u c a t o r .  H e r  
c u l t u r a l  l a b o r  h a s  b e n  r e c o g n i z e d  b o t h  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r  a n d  
a b r o a d .  M a n y  s o c i a l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  o r a n i x a t i o n s  h a v e  b e s t o w e d  
d i s t i n c t i o n s  a n d  p r i z e s  u p o n  h e r .  A m o n g  t h e s e  p r i z e s  s t a n d  o u t  
m o r e  t h a n  1 0  f i r s t  p r i z e s  i n  d i v e r s e  c l a s s e s  w h i c h  h a v e  b e e n  
a w a r d e d  d u r i n g  l i t e r a r y  c o n t e s t s  i n  E c u a d o r ,  G u a t e m a l a  a n d  E l  
S a l v a d o r .  A n d  i n  1 9 7 3  C o l o m b i a  U n i v e r s i t y  a w a r d e d  h e r  t h e  
H a r p e r  a n d  R o w  P r i z e  f o r  B e s t  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  s h o r t  s t o r y .
D r a .  L o p e z  i s  s t i l l  w r i t i n g .  A n d  s h e  p r o m i s e s  t h a t  t h e  b e s t  i s  y e t  
t o  c o m e .  T h o u g h  h e r  w i d e l y  v a r i e d  l i t e r a r y  c a r r e e r  h a s  i n c l u d e d  
s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  p o e m s  a n d  p l a y s ,  s h e  i s  s t i l l  a i m i n g  f o r  t h e  e l u s i v e  
n o v e l .  " W r i t e r s  c a n n o t  r e t i r e , "  L o p e z  s a y s .  " I  w a s  b o r n  w i t h  a  
v o c a t i o n ,  w i t h o u t  a  d o u b t , "  s h e  s a y s .  A n d  t h e r e  i s  n o  d o u b t  
i n d e e d ,  t h a t  s h e  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  p u r s u e  h e r  v o c i a t i o n  w i t h  a  
p a s s i o n a t e  f e r v e r  f o r  m a n y  y e a r s  s t i l l  t o  c o m e .
